1 one hundredth birthday. In providing this account, the paper seeks to help fill a vacuum within the literature, for while the story of women's fight for membership of the accounting profession has been comprehensively documented in Kirkham and Loft's (1993) seminal work, the issues of women and gender, similar to other marginalised groups, have been relatively absent from historical accounting research (Hammond, 2003) .
Of course, one rationale for this neglect may be the sheer lack of archive material relating to women in accounting and business. In particular, the gender bias that has been present within the accounting profession from the outset may have resulted in silencing the oral and written word of women accountants. However, the case of Helen Lowe, chartered accountant, provides the researcher with a rather rare opportunity to help redress past neglect. Unlike other early female accounting pioneers, whose voices may have been lost within the gendered institution that constitutes the accounting firm, Helen's voice is captured in the letter correspondence surrounding the set up and early years of her own accountancy practice. In addition, her firm's accounting records, comprising her cashbook and nominal ledgers, provide a fascinating insight into the trials and tribulations associated with running a practice as a single woman in the 1930s. Consequently, this paper attempts to supplement the literature on gender and accounting, particularly Shackleton's (1999) insightful study of the Scottish profession, by releasing the female voice of a constituent member of this broader historiography. By providing an interpretational biography (Virtanen, 2009 ) of the career of a Scottish female accountant, the paper seeks to illustrate the individual woman's experience within the broader sweeping history of the early twentieth century gender struggle in the accounting profession 2 A further objective of this paper is to consider how the experience's of Helen Lowe affects our understanding of the issue of women's career success within the accounting profession and business more generally. In addition to the history of women's struggle to gain admittance to the profession, the topic of women's lack of promotion prospects within accounting, particularly promotion to partner level within an accounting firm, is the most commonly researched theme within the literature on gender and accounting. The issue of women's career success extends beyond the time frame of the early decades of the twentieth century to encompass not only the challenges of women who battled for legal admission into the profession but also those of contemporary female accountants. The case of Helen Lowe, a female pioneer who chose to establish her own accounting practice rather than remain employed within her training firm, provides the opportunity to document the career success of women beyond the confines of the firm. There is a dearth of material on women accountants' progress within organisations other than their training firms. The success of Helen Lowe's business, both in terms of financial rewards and longevity, facilitates a richer understanding of the issue of women's career success in accounting and business more generally. As the reader will discover, Helen's gender appears to have been a benefit rather than a shortcoming when running her own practice.
Consequently, although it may be only an isolated case, the career history of Helen Lowe suggests that women have and can overcome the gender discrimination inherent in accounting firms, and indeed turn gender to their advantage, by setting up their own practices.
The paper is structured as follows. In order to understand the social and historical context of Helen Lowe's career, the literature on the struggle of women, more generally, to gain entry to the British accounting profession during the early decades of the twentieth century is first reviewed. This section encompasses the response of the various professional accounting bodies to the issue of female admittance, the impact of the Great War on the profession, and how campaigning by the suffragette movement and political pressures ultimately culminated in legislative reform. The following section turns from the history of women's entry into the profession to consider their chances of career success once they have been admitted.
A review of the existing literature suggests that women encounter a lack of promotion prospects if they choose to remain within an accounting firm. Little is known however, of the career success of women accountants who deviate from this route by for example, taking up a position within an organisation other than an accounting firm, or by setting up their own accounting practice.
The next section introduces the paper's primary research, the case of Helen Lowe, a female accounting pioneer who took the less travelled road of establishing her own accountancy practice. Drawing on archival records and interviews, this section recounts Helen's trials in gaining entry to the profession during the 1910s, her experiences within her training firm during the 1920s, her decision to leave it, and the challenges she faced in setting up her own practice as a single woman in 1928. An examination of the records of the early years of her practice (1930s) reveals the innovative ways in which Helen diversified her range of services in order to boost firm income. In particular, it suggests how she turned the gender discrimination, to which she and female members of her profession more generally were exposed, to her advantage in her practice. This section also attempts to provide some insight into the personal character of the woman and her devotion to charitable concerns and 4 women's causes in her personal life. The final section discusses the case of Helen Lowe within the context of the broader gender literature in accounting; Helen's early career echoes the struggles which women of this era generally encountered in gaining admission to the profession. However, the subsequent success of her business career prompts a consideration of our understanding of the career success of women accountants. It supplements the existing argument that the lack of promotional prospects for women within the profession is a product of the discriminatory practices of the accounting firm and raises the possibility of women turning such practices to an advantage by pursuing career success beyond the confines of the firm.
The gender struggle within the British accounting profession
The story of women's struggle to gain entry into the British accounting profession is set within the context of the demand for employment rights by nineteenth century women more generally (Rosen, 1974) . Since the latter years of the nineteenth century, improvements within the educational system had facilitated female education and consequently expanded the career possibilities for women. In state schooling, the passing of the Education Act of 1870 ensured that girls had access to a basic elementary education (Hollis, 1979) . Expanding opportunities also arose within third level education. For example, Scottish universities began to admit female students from the early 1890s following the passing of the Universities (Scotland) Act 1889 (Hamilton, 1983, p.103) . One role identified as suitable employment for women was that of clerk. The nature of clerical tasks and the work environment associated with them were perceived by the Society for the Promotion of Employment of Women, as suitable to women (Zimmeck, 1984) . Burgeoning overseas trade and government services during the Edwardian era had brought about an increased 5 demand for clerical work in both private and public bodies (Buckley, 1979; Crossick, 1977) . Women flocked to these newly created positions; the UK census records a jump in the percentage of women clerks from 1.1% in 1871 to 18.2% in 1911, and a further increase to 43.1% by 1931 (Kirkham and Loft, 1993, p.520 and p.545) .
Whether this rising trend was useful for promoting women's employment status is however questionable. As clerical work began to be transformed into women's work it consequently became downgraded in terms of pay and promotion prospects (John, 1986) . The increasing number of females entering the clerical classes also served to reduce its status as an occupational category (Cohen, 1986; Kwollek-Folland, 1994) .
Meanwhile the accounting profession remained determinedly aloof from the issue of broadening gender participation. They had successfully differentiated their body of expertise from that of clerical work, and by consequence from the latter's increasingly female constituency (Loft, 1992; Cooper and Taylor, 2000) . From their inception in the nineteenth century, the various British accountancy bodies (comprising the Institute of Chartered Accountants of England and Wales (ICAEW), the Society of Incorporated Accountants and Auditors (SIAA), the Society of Accountants in Edinburgh, the Institute of Accountants and Actuaries in Glasgow, and the Society of Accountants in Aberdeen) had replicated the practices of their established competitors in law and medicine by adopting an exclusively male membership (Kirkham and Loft, 1993) . The masters of double entry followed a ruthlessly single-entry regime (Lehman, 1992) . Such masculine gendering was an essential ingredient of status building. In addition, given that articled clerks had to pay a fee for their apprenticeships, recruitment below the middle class was severely limited (Matthews, 2006) .
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One accountancy body however stood apart from the rest of its profession.
The London Association of Accountants (LAA) decided to admit its first female member, an Ethel Purdie, in 1909 (Lehman, 1992, p.268) . The LAA was a relatively new entry on the professional accounting scene. Founded in 1904 (ACCA, 2004 , it was a young body when compared to the ICAEW, which was formed in 1880 (Kirham and Loft, 1993, p.529) , or the Scottish bodies, the Society of Accountants in Edinburgh and the Institute of Accountants and Actuaries in Glasgow, which were founded in 1853 (Shackleton, 1999, p.138) . In addition to its youth, the status of the LAA was not as high as its more established competitors due to the fact that it did not require its members to undertake expensive articles of clerkship, instead admission to membership was based on completion of five years of practical training (ACCA, 2004) .
It was a further nine years before another professional body chose to follow the path of the LAA. This may have been due in no small measure to the successful culmination of the women's suffrage movement; in February 1918, the Representation of the People Act became law and expanded the electoral franchise to encompass women over the age of thirty (Bush, 2000, p.197) . Perhaps recognising a sway in public opinion, or perhaps more significantly a political determination to provide women with equal access to entry, the SIAA (the Society of Incorporated Accountants and Auditors) moved to admit women to membership in 1918 (Kirkham and Loft, 1993, p.540) . Then in October 1919 the Sex Discrimination (Removal) Bill, which abolished all remaining restrictions on the entry of women into the professions, was approved by the House of Commons making any further deliberations irrelevant (Pugh, 2000, p.108) . At this point, the Scottish professional bodies and the ICAEW, 7 the remaining prominent bodies to have held off making any changes to its rules regarding female membership, were legally obliged to abandon their male only policy (Kirkham and Loft, 1993, p.541) .
However, although women were now legally empowered to join the profession, further challenges lay in their path. The demobilization of the armed forces in the wake of the Great War had significant repercussions for female employment in both clerical and accounting work (Davidoff & Westover, 1986; Lehman, 1992) . If women did not lose their positions altogether, they were downgraded to more low-level tasks (Higonnet et al, 1987) . Those who sought to retain their positions were branded as selfish, unwomanly and unpatriotic (Zimmeck, 1984) . Within the accounting profession, returning service-men were granted more favourable conditions than any of the new female recruits. As Kirkham and Loft (1993, p.544) aptly remark "women workers were being demobilized along with the men soldiers". Overall then, the freedom of entry of women into the accounting bodies had little impact on the accounting profession as a whole. In the period 1920-1929, only forty women were admitted as articled clerks to Scottish accounting firms, and most of these came from privileged backgrounds (Shackleton, 1999, p.150) . The 1931 UK Census records 119 women accountants versus 13,825 men (Kirkham and Loft, 1993, p.547) . Even the London Association of Accountants, one of the first bodies to allow women entry, had only 56 female members out of a total membership base of 2875 by 1930 (ACCA, 2004, p.71) . Consequently, despite some favourable legislative reform, career opportunities for women generally at the start of the 1920s were limited in practice. The momentum of the suffrage struggle, and its successes, was to some extent stalled by a "cult of domesticity" (Pugh, 2000, p.209) . This revival of a domestic ideology successfully herded women back to the homestead.
Gender and career success in the accounting profession
As the remaining paragraphs of the last section might indicate, winning legal entry into the accounting profession accounts for only one half of the story of women's struggle within a male dominated regime. Achieving career success once admitted as a member to the profession was a further hurdle facing the female accountant (Cooper, 2008) . The adverse affect of female gender on career success within the accounting firm has been indicated by numerous scholars across time and space. In a US study of accounting firms by Anderson et al (1994) , gender is seen as a significant factor in determining career success, with female accountants, particularly those married with children, as being least likely to achieve upward mobility. Success on the accounting corporate ladder is achieved by adopting masculine stereotypical behaviour suggest Maupin and Lehman (1994) . In fact, Dwyer and Roberts (2004) argue that the 'ideal worker' within US public accounting is a masculine one. On the other side of the Atlantic, Ciancanelli et al (1990) have illustrated that despite the growing number of women joining the UK accountancy profession, women are still under-represented within accounting firms at the high ranking level of partner. Dambrin and Lambert (2008) The remarkable consistency of the results of these studies, conducted at different times and places across the globe, seems to indicate that gender discrimination is a common phenomenon within accounting firms. From a UK perspective at least, Anderson-Gough et al (2005) suggest that gendering is embedded with accounting firms, gender discrimination has entered the fabric of these organisations and is reproduced through a process of socialization. Such socialization may be further reinforced by country specific cultural factors. For example, Carrera et al's (2001) study of gender practices within Spanish accounting firms during the period revealed the influence of broader factors beyond the confines of the firm such as the country's military dictatorship and allegiance to the Catholic Church. Similarly, Komori's (2008) examination of the experiences of Japanese women accountants recognises the unique impact of Japan's cultural context on gender issues within the accounting firm.
The above research seems to suggest that almost a century on from gaining the right to become members of the accounting profession, women are still failing to achieve career success within it. However, this pattern, or at least our knowledge of it, appears to be restricted to the domain of the professional accounting firms. Little is known of women accountants' career success, or otherwise, in accounting and business more generally. As Parker (2008) points out, such has been the research preoccupation with gender issues in relation to the professional accounting firm, that there has been a neglect of women accountants' roles within other organisations. To this neglect, this author would add the lack of research into the success or otherwise of women who have established their own business. After all, in the light of discrimination from within professional practice, setting up a business of one's own seems a reasonable step (Windson and Auyeung, 2006) . There is a dearth of material on early female accounting pioneers who took this route rather than remaining within their training firm. A review of the literature revealed only two cases, and in both cases these women were mentioned more in passing rather than occupying the central theme of the respective studies. Wescott and Seiler's (1986) broad review of women in the accounting profession mentions the case of Catherine Ross, the first female Certified Public Accountant who qualified in 1899, and who ran her own practice in New York well into the twentieth century. Equally Kirkham and Loft's (1993) seminal study of gender and the British accountancy profession refers to the case of Ethel Purdie, the first female member of the London Association of Accountants who made history, not only by becoming the first female professional accountant in the UK, but who also countered the profession's discriminatory exclusion practices by setting up her own London firm in 1907. This paper seeks to supplement the sparse field on the history of early female accounting practitioners by highlighting the career of Helen Lowe chartered accountant, who in 1920s Scotland established her own business which she ran for the next seventy years.
The career of Helen Lowe, Chartered Accountant
Before recounting the career of Helen Lowe, it is pertinent to first outline some methodological details. The researcher's primary material on the case is drawn from three main sources. First, the accounting ledgers relating to Helen Lowe's accounting practice from the date of its inception (1928) to the date of her death (1997) are held by the accounting firm which still bears her name. Second, a collection of business correspondence, which includes the occasional personal letter, covering the business' start up period (1928) (1929) (1930) (1931) 
Early years
Helen Lowe was born on the 10th December 1897 in the town of Duns, in the east of Scotland (Helen's birth certificate). The second daughter of Margaret and James Lowe, a coal merchant (death certificate of James Lowe), the family moved to reside in Edinburgh when Helen was a teenager. Early evidence of Helen's independent spirit is suggested by the fact that at sixteen years of age she left her comfortable middle class home in the Edinburgh suburbs to live and work in London.
She was employed as a clerk in the Savings Bank Department of the General Post Office from September 1914 to April 1919 (Certificate of Character from GPO). It is
unclear as to what prompted this move but perhaps one motivation was that it was the same year (1914) that her elder sister Janet enrolled as a languages student at the University of Edinburgh. Whatever the reasoning, the move appears to have shocked her parents, according to one of Helen's late cousins:
She was born to a family that was comfortably off, she wouldn't have had to go out to work, in fact her parents were scandalised when she decided to become a career woman (Interview with Andrew Lowe, Sunday Times, 15 November 1998).
Helen left her position with the Post Office in April 1919. Her Certificate of
Character from them indicated that she left "for private reasons". Although, it is also 13 likely that she, similar to the countless other female clerks of the era, was encouraged to vacate her post to make way for the veterans of the Great War. In any event, Helen returned to live with her parents in Edinburgh. However, her clerical work experience in London seems to have exposed her to the idea of pursuing an accountancy career. twenty-five qualified for admission as members (Shackleton, 1999, p.151 
A practice of her own
The premises she leased for her new venture had an annual rent of £25 and was located in "the back room on the first floor" of number 28 Queen Street in Edinburgh (letter from Edinburgh property agent, 9 th November 1928). In addition to having a central location, this property also enjoyed the benefit of being situated next door to the headquarters of the Institute of Chartered Accountants of Scotland.
Drawing on the firm's old ledgers and the surviving business letters, the minutia of this start up phase can be captured. For example, Figure 2 illustrates the first page of Helen's Cashbook Ledger which reveals that her capital injection into the new practice on the 12 th November 1928 amounted to a little over £54 (Cashbook Ledger).
Insert Figure 2 With this modest sum, Helen began to furnish her new office. On the same day, she purchased a Remington typewriter for £32 and within the month she had acquired further office necessities such as a carpet, Helen's letter archive indicates that she was fully aware of the novelty of her situation as a single woman accounting practitioner and the struggle that she might face in creating a successful business in a man's world. She observes to one friend: "I do not expect to find that I have set myself an easy task, because one has to face the prejudice there is against women in professions" (letter to a Mr Mabbott, 17 th December 1928). In another epistle, she acknowledges "I think I am the first woman who has seriously started in Scotland" and describes herself as: "a would-be pioneer 
Advertising strategies
One of the first challenges Helen faced in her new practice was to find work. In It is interesting to note that Helen's lack of type writing skills is actually quite symbolic of a broader issue, it symbolises the fact that Helen had undertaken a training in a profession which had sought very hard to differentiate itself from the legions of clerical, bookkeeping and secretarial posts that had emerged by the end of the nineteenth century.
Sources of firm income
Helen's marketing efforts appeared to pay off as within a month of opening, on 10th December 1928, she received her first client, a Mrs Christie, who engaged Helen to invest the rather considerable sum of £1,042 on her behalf. That Helen's first client was a woman, and a woman wishing to invest in the stock market, is perhaps not too One of the UK's earliest building societies, the Woolwich Equitable Building Society was established in 1847 (Brooks, 1947 Helen's foray into the world of mortgages, and stocks and shares to earn a living is perhaps not only indicative of her entrepreneurial spirit but probably also suggestive of the innovative strategies which a female accountancy practitioner had to deploy in this era. The public nature of audit work entailed that it was viewed as the exclusive domain of men. Helen's nine years in an Edinburgh accountancy practice, where she appears to have been assigned the more 'feminine' task of income tax work, would have exposed her to this general prejudice. Consequently, Helen most likely started her new practice knowing that she would have to offer a diversified portfolio of services to her clients. Certainly income tax work was a staple product that she offered from the early days -the records reveal that she was preparing and 
The gendered nature of Helen's practice
As a single woman practitioner operating in an overwhelmingly male profession, Helen no doubt posed an attractive option to female clientele. It could be argued that the gendered nature of the accountancy profession may have even acted as a positive influence on Helen's practice, opened doors to her that might not have been so welcoming to a male practitioner. As noted above, within months of opening for business, Helen was acting as stock broker, mortgage broker, and insurance agent to a female client base. In addition to providing such ad hoc services to individual female clients however, Helen cultivated more formal business arrangements with groupings of women. For example, Helen's gender provided her with a host of opportunities to cater for the business needs of local women's clubs and societies. It appears that
Helen was only too aware of the business potential from this source from the outset.
In a letter to a friend only a couple of months after opening her practice, Helen clients by approximately two to one (General Ledger 1933 -1938 .
Up and running
Helen's financial year for accounting purposes corresponded with the tax year: Charlotte Square was one of Edinburgh's most prestigious addresses (Cruickshank and Burton, 1990) . Helen ran her practice from this location for the next seventyseven years, indeed until her death, gradually expanding her terrain from two rooms until she occupied and owned not just the whole building but also the neighbouring one.
A successful practice
Although the time period of most interest to this researcher is the early years What is also interesting is the sheer scale of the funds that she was investing on behalf of her clients. The debit side of the Cashbook Ledger records the monies that flow into a business during its financial year. The total debit for Helen's
Cashbook for the year ending 5 th April 1935, for example, amounted to over fifty thousand pounds. In other words, excluding the firm's fee income, which for that year was approximately £1,500, the balancing figure represents monies with which Helen had been entrusted to invest by her clients. For a single woman of this era, who had only been in practice for a little over six years, this fact seems quite remarkable.
Whether through industriousness, connections or character, or maybe a combination of all three, Helen Lowe clearly earned the trust of her clients from an early stage.
Helen's business partner in latter years indicated that Helen was adept at maintaining a loyal client base (Interview with John Curister). Perhaps this explains the longevity of Helen's practice: the new venture, which her friends thought her most courageous in opening in 1928, was to occupy Helen for almost seventy more years. Her founding firm, now run by her former partner, still carries her name.
Personality, character and charitable concerns
It is perhaps useful at this stage, now that the facts and figures associated with
Helen's new enterprise have been recounted, to offer some small insight into the character of the woman. Drawing together material from the letter archive, interviews and newspaper articles, enables some light to be shed on Helen's personality. At the outset, it seems reasonable to assume that Helen was in possession of a fairly independent character. Her departure from the family home at the age of sixteen to take up in employment in London seems to provide evidence of this fact. Her pursuit of an accountancy career, to the apparent scandal of her parents, is also suggestive of a strong willed nature. Whilst the majority of the letter correspondence that has survived is predominantly of a business nature, one document provides a glimpse of Helen's forceful character. In response to Robert warning her of a mutual friend's religious zeal, she replies: "I'm afraid I'm too hard headed to make a possible convert" (Letter to Cousin Robert, 5 th January 1929). Most impressive, however, was the manner in which Helen single handily established her own flourishing accountancy practice within a male dominated industry. Her success, in this regard, was attributed by her cousin Andrew to the possession of a "driving power and ambition that would make her buckle down to a challenge" (Interview with Andrew Lowe, Guardian, 16th November 1998).
That Helen relished a challenge is also evident from the charitable campaigns she fought throughout her life. This is an area which the author has researched to only a limited extent, concentrating instead on the minutia of her accounting practice.
However, to give the reader a more rounded view of the life of Helen Lowe it is useful to at least mention the numerous extracurricular activities in which she was engaged. She was a very active supporter of local charities for the elderly. Her fundraising activities helped to establish three elderly day centres within the city Helen Lowe died in November 1997, a few weeks shy of her 100 th birthday.
Rather amazingly, she was still putting in an eight hour working day, five days a week, until shortly before her death (Interview with John Curister). Her death, when it came, created somewhat of a shock for her extended family and work colleagues, not least because of the significant monetary value of the estate she left behind. In the course of her business life, Helen had acquired a fortune of almost seven million pounds, made up from property, art holdings and share investments. However, ironically given her own executorships work, Helen herself had never made a will.
The rationale behind such a lapse in conscientiousness has been puzzled upon by 34 those close to her. John Curister, her partner in the Helen Lowe accountancy practice believed that Helen had never really contemplated death as something imminent despite her advancing years (Interview with John Curister). Her late cousin, on the other hand, ventures a more provocative rationale:
We all knew she was rich, maybe even a millionaire, but nobody suspected she was worth this -and the fact that she never made a will didn't make sense …
We've spent a long time discussing it and have come to the conclusion that it probably wasn't an oversight. She was a stubborn old rascal. (Interview with Andrew Lowe in Sunday Times, 15 November 1998).
Given the lack of a will, nor the presence of any immediately close relatives, Helen's assets were temporarily frozen pending an investigation. The public hunt for relatives that ensued, together with the scale of the fortune, not surprisingly brought about a lot of press publicity at the time. The story of a one hundred year old spinster, who had lived modestly in her old family home all of her life, whilst at the same time sitting on a several million pound fortune, appeared to enthral both the local and national press. It was often sensational in nature (Interview with John Curister).
Sadly, but perhaps inevitably, a characterisation of Helen began to unfold that appears not to be completely founded in truth. She was portrayed as the millionaire spinster who went about in a tatty old fur coat (Scotland on Sunday, November 15th, 1998).
Apparently the tale of the miserly millionaire who lived in rags was an all too easy one to tell. However, it was perhaps not a fitting memory for a woman who had been one of the accountancy profession's female pioneers and who had been at the November 1998).
Discussion
The career of Helen Lowe mirrors the challenges which British women more generally had to face within the accounting profession. Helen belonged to that early grouping of women who were initially denied entry into the profession due to their gender. As noted in the literature review earlier, the only professional body that welcomed female members at this stage was the relatively newly formed London Association of Accountants who opened their doors to women in 1909. This association was also unique in that it did not require its students to be articled to an accountancy firm, five years of practical accounting experience was sufficient. Both of these conditions allowed Helen to take her first step towards an accountancy career. initially deny women access to entry (Kirkham and Loft, 1993) . Even after legal restrictions were lifted, the strategy of denying women employees access to audit work appeared to continue and was then used as the rationale by accounting firms to prevent them from gaining partnership positions (Spruill and Wootton, 1995) . It is impossible to say with certainty whether this was the situation that Helen also experienced. However, what is clear from the archival material is that Helen was prompted to leave her old training firm following the appointment of a new male partner. Whether her annoyance was due to a sense of injustice, given her own nine years of experience with the firm, and the possession of two professional accountancy qualifications, or whether it was due to more personal circumstances, is open to question. However, the incident created a significant fork in Helen's career path.
Rather than staying on within the firm and potentially pursuing a relatively safe but perhaps unfulfilling career in terms of promotional prospects, Helen opted for what her friends regarded as a more courageous adventure. In 1928, when the cult of domesticity was herding women back to the homestead, Helen established her own practice.
There is little within the accounting gender literature from which to compare and contrast Helen's early business years. As has been noted earlier, the history of women and the accounting profession is mainly concentrated on either the struggle to gain admittance to the profession or the subsequent accounts of career discrimination once they had achieved such entry. There is a dearth of material on women accountants who took the rather unusual step of setting up their own practice.
However, from the little evidence that does exist on the lives of early female accounting pioneers, it is possible to draw at least two comparisons. An interest in education is one common theme. For example, Helen's tutoring activities in the early years of her practice are replicated in the biographies of other female accountants of the era. One of Australia's first female accountants Mary Addison Hamilton similarly engaged in bookkeeping tuition to male accountancy students (Cooper, 2008) while the early American CPA Jennie Palen pursued a career in education following her retirement (Spruill and Wootton, 1995) . The second commonality which emerges relates to the women's causes to which early pioneers like Helen became committed.
For example, Mary Addison Hamilton acted as auditor and treasurer for a number of charitable bodies which sought to advance the causes of women (Cooper, 2008) , Jennie Palen was heavily involved with the American Woman's Society of Certified Public Accountants in their efforts to reduce discrimination within the profession (Spruill and Wootton, 1995) , and Ethel Purdie, the UK's first female professional accountant, supported women's struggle through her tax work for the Women's Freedom League (Kirkham and Loft, 1993) .
As the archive material has shown, Helen was also devoted to furthering the cause of women. This manifested itself in several ways. Outside of her business hours, Helen was actively involved in supporting Edinburgh's women medics in their fight to maintain female only staffing at local hospitals. Within business, she acted as auditor/treasurer/secretary for a host of women clubs and associations. Of course the latter activity was also a useful source of income for the firm. In this manner, Helen's gender, a disadvantage both in gaining entry to the profession and in seeking promotion once within it, became an attractive feature of her own practice. Women were important clients for Helen. As noted earlier, women were influential stock market investors by the late nineteenth century (Maltby and Rutterford, 2006) so it is not surprising that Edinburgh women should turn to a female accountant to conduct their investments and other business affairs. Helen also acted as their insurance broker and arranged their mortgages.
Helen's ventures into providing her clients with such a diverse range of business services is potentially linked to the work experience, or more accurately the lack of auditing experience, that she received in her old training firm. In other words, Helen's diversification strategy into such fields as executorships, investment advice, insurance and mortgage brokerage, may reflect not only an entrepreneurial nature but also the situation into which she was prompted given her lack of audit experience. In this manner, Helen turned the discriminatory practices of the established accounting profession to her own advantage. It was an advantage which ultimately reaped financial rewards; the investment brokerage aspect of her business became a significant component of her practice income.
With regard to any gender discrimination that Helen may have encountered during the course of running her own practice, this is not particularly in evidence from the archive material. The exception to this is the letter that Helen received inviting her to apply for a senior secretarial post. This correspondence is interesting in that it captures one perception of female accountants of the era, that of glorified secretaries.
However, other than this epistle, the archive contains no reference to suggest that 
Concluding remarks
As Hopwood (1987) has observed, there is more to the issue of gender and accounting than simply the study of the sexual composition of the profession, insightful as this may be. The deployment of a feminist theoretical perspective from which to consider accounting practice, he suggests, is one means by which the gender debate could be expanded. Similarly Cooper (2001) argues that rather than merely recount women's progression within the profession, it is also useful to consider gender issues from the perspective of accounting's role in the exploitation of women and other minorities. Notwithstanding these observations, this researcher believes that it is still important to capture the pioneer story of the early female accountant. It is important not only in order to honour the memory of such characters, but also to learn something new about accounting and gender more generally. For example, the pioneer story adds colour to the more generic accounts of women's struggle to gain entry into the accounting profession. It provides a richer understanding of the personal impact of the discriminatory practices which the literature has identified as operating within the practice firm. Each pioneer story yields a new interpretation of the broader issue of gender and the accounting profession, not merely a variation on a theme.
As noted at the outset of this paper, one of its objectives is to supplement the gender history of women in the accounting profession, particularly Shackleton's (1999) history of the Scottish profession, by providing an illustration of one woman's story within that context. The fact that Helen Lowe established her own practice, and hence created an archive of ledgers and documents, provides a rare opportunity to release the voice of the pioneer female accountant and business woman. In so doing, the paper potentially helps redress the general neglect of women and gender in 42 accounting history. A further objective of the paper is to render fresh interpretations of our understanding of career success for female accountants. Apparently viewed as a negative attribute within the accounting firm, gender may take on an altogether different character beyond the confines of its domain. In running a successful accountancy business, Helen used her gender to her advantage, from soliciting female clients to engaging in business services beyond the traditional scope of masculine gendered auditing. Consequently, establishing a practice of one's own may provide women with an opportunity to avoid the discrimination inherent within the professional accounting firm. Indeed, female gender may even be a positive attribute to achieving business success.
